
Ethical Dilemmas in Environmental Engineering 
 
Read the story “Searching for Summer” by Joan Aiken 
 
Discussion topics: 
 

1. Summarize the story into a couple of paragraphs. 
 
Setting is “after the bombs” presumably some kind of nuclear winter has created constant 
cloud coverage that keeps the skies gray and the land barren.  Older people in the story 
refer to the times when the sky was blue and the grass was green. 
 

2. What other kind of environmental disasters (both catastrophic and long-slow …) 
could cause similar conditions?   

 
3. What is the significance of sunshine in the story?  How about in our world? 

 
The story has three main character sets, Mr. Noakes, Mrs. Hatching and William, and 
Tom and Lily. 
 

4. Who is Mr. Noakes?  What are his characteristics?   
 

5. Who are Mrs Hatching and William?    
 

6. Who are Tom and Lily?   
 
Searching for Summer is an Allegory.  With the definition of allegory in mind () answer 
the following questions: 
 

7. What component of our modern society does Mr. Noakes represent? 
 

8. What component of our modern society do Mrs Hatching and William represent? 
 

9. What component of modern society does Tom and Lily represent? 
 
In the story Tom and Lily discover a place where the sun shines brilliantly, and flowers 
and vegetables grow in abundance, and the stars are magnificent at night.  
 

10. What would Mr. Noakes do if he discovered this location?  
 

11. Is Mr. Noakes plan consistent with the value/significance of sunshine in the story? 
 

12. How about in our world? 
 
At the end of the story the couple are approached by Mr. Noakes who notices the glow 
from the sun on their skin and demands to know where they have been.  They choose to 



mislead Mr. Noakes rather than him where they had been and consequently cannot return 
to the cottage for their belongings, or to say goodbye to the woman and her son.   
 

13. Again considering the allegorical nature of the story, what does the decision to 
mislead represent?  

 
14. Using the various ethical modes of reasoning discussed this seminar, is their 

decision to mislead Mr. Noakes defendable? 
 

15. Are there any circumstances in civil and environmental engineering where is such 
a decision justified? 

 
16. Does the engineering code of ethics provide any guidance on how to act in such a 

situation? 
 

17. How about the engineer’s creed? 
 

18. Is this story relevant to environmental engineering?   
 

19. How about the study of ethics? 
 

20. How does the concept of noblesse oblige fit into the various modes of ethical 
reasoning discussed this seminar? 

 
             
 
Searching for Summer was introduced to me by Amelia Hill, a HISD English teacher 
who uses the story in her classes to teach environmental awareness, appreciation, and the 
concept of self-sacrifice.  The story and her lesson plans seemed a natural fit for 
engineering ethics. 
 



 
allegory - A form of extended metaphor, in which objects, persons, and actions in a 
narrative, are equated with the meanings that lie outside the narrative itself. The 
underlying meaning has moral, social, religious, or political significance, and characters 
are often personifications of abstract ideas as charity, greed, or envy.  Thus an allegory is 
a story with two meanings, a literal meaning and a symbolic meaning. 
 
noblesse oblige (noh-BLES oh-BLEEZH)- The obligation of those of high rank to be 
honorable and generous (often used ironically).  The belief that the wealthy and 
privileged are obliged (duty-bound) to help the less fortunate.  From French, meaning 
“nobility obligates.” Obligaton, responsibility, duty - the social force that binds you to 
your obligations and the courses of action demanded by that force; "we must instill a 
sense of duty in our children"; "every right implies a responsibility; every opportunity, an 
obligation; every possession, a duty"- John D.Rockefeller Jr 
 
“An adventurer like Lemuel Struthers might build up the millions of his Shoe Polish on 
any number of shady dealings; but unblemished honesty was the noblesse oblige of old 
financial New York.” from The Age of Innocence by Wharton, Edith  
 
“He found, with rare and mythical exceptions, that there was no noblesse oblige among 
the business and financial supermen.” Burning Daylight by London, Jack  



 
 

Noblesse Oblige 
By David R. Murray  

Graduate Student, Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University  

 
Definition  

Translated from the French, noblesse oblige means "nobility obligates." 
Originally, noblesse oblige was used to suggest that certain requirements of 
behavior could be legitimately imposed upon persons of noble birth. Noblesse 
oblige in modern English parlance is a broad literary concept. It suggests that 
anyone who possesses special talents or gifts is required by society to make the 
best use of those gifts; that he or she is duty-bound to do his or her best. The 
concept has been extended to include corporations and even entire nations: a 
December 14, 1992 article in Time magazine about U.S. involvement in Somalia 
was titled, "Noblesse oblige for the sole superpower."  

 
Historic Roots  

A fairly recent term,noblesse oblige was first used in 1837 by F. A. Kemble who 
wrote in a letter, "To be sure, if 'noblesse oblige,' royalty must do so still more" 
(OED, p. 453).  

The connection between noblesse oblige and royalty continues to this day. It 
was the title of an April 25, 1994 article in Forbes magazine that profiles 
Bostonian Martin Lobkowicz, the son of a Czech aristocrat, who fled the Czech 
Republic at the age of 10. With Czech democratization, Martin Lobkowicz was 
able to reclaim his family's estates. He now owns eight castles, artworks by 
Canaletto, Rubens, Velazquez, and Brueghel and 40 Spanish portraits from the 
16th and 17th centuries. He possesses a library of 70,000 volumes and original 
musical scores, including Beethoven's original score for the Third Symphony and 
Mozart's opera Don Giovanni. And he also owns thousands of acres of forests, a 
brewery dating to 1466, a vineyard, a spa, and a letter from Beethoven begging 
the family to increase his pension. But, he says, "We are merely custodians of 
the cultural treasures that must be preserved for future generations" (Berman, 
1994).  

In this case, while Mr. Lobkowicz could sell his family's treasures and collect 
hundreds of millions of dollars for himself and his family, he feels obligated to 
maintain them for the people of the Czech Republic. Societal pressures here 
compel Mr Lobkowicz to act selflessly and honorably the very essence of



noblesse oblige.  

 
Importance  

The importance is not the definition of noblesse oblige itself, but an 
understanding of the strength and power the concept wields over many of the 
world's most successful business and civic leaders, as well as to gifted ordinary 
individuals. People who do not consider themselves noble (i.e., the beneficiaries 
of any special skill, talent, or benefit) may feel no external compunction to excel. 
Yet, if this concept is taken broadly, each can be seen as having unique skills 
and talents that we are obligated to make the best use of.  

 
Ties to the Philanthropic Sector  

For some donors, a sense of noblesse oblige the key reason underlying their 
philanthropic activities. Individuals who possess what they perceive as significant 
wealth ("significant" being different for every donor) often give money away in an 
effort to do the right thing. They may feel that their amount of wealth is unfair or 
unwarranted; they may feel guilty about their riches or selfish if they maintain 
their wealth for themselves. By sharing their riches (either monetary or 
otherwise) they may reap great joy.  

Noblesse oblige also applies to areas apart from money. A particularly talented 
administrator or manager may feel obligated to help an organization he or she 
cares about if the organization is foundering. A parent who enjoys learning may 
volunteer to teach at his or her child's school. An attorney may provide pro bono 
services to a church. Noblesse oblige thus may apply to voluntarism as well as 
to direct gifts of cash.  

 
Key Related Ideas  

Noblesse oblige is simply one of many donor motivations for giving. It should be 
considered at the same time as other donor motivations, including public 
recognition, belief in the recipient organization's mission, acquisition of social 
status, mutual aid, serial reciprocity and others. Noblesse oblige is also related 
to any study of early American philanthropists. Andrew Carnegie's wealth 
achieved for him a kind of nobility, a nobility which then required him to give 
away much of his fortune because of noblesse oblige.  
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